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Abstract

Objectives: Cynical hostility is a cognitive schema according to which people cannot be trusted, and it has associations
with individuals’ loneliness. The present study takes a dyadic approach to examine whether cynical hostility is related to
one’s own and their spouse’s loneliness. We further explore whether friendship factors serve as a mediator between individ-
uals’ and spouses’ cynical hostility and loneliness.

Method: We used 2 waves of the Health and Retirement Study (N = 1,065 couples) and Actor-Partner Interdependence
Models (APIMs) with mediation to examine the proposed model. Mediation was tested with the construction of path
models and significance levels were reached using bootstrapping.

Results: For both husbands and wives, cynical hostility was significantly associated with loneliness. Husband’s loneliness
was also significantly associated with his wife’s cynical hostility, but wife’s loneliness was not associated with her husband’s
cynical hostility. We further found that the association between wife’s own cynical hostility and loneliness was mediated by
lower levels of contact with, and support from friends. Friendship factors did not serve as mediators for husbands.
Discussion: Husbands and wives who have higher levels of cynical hostility may be more vulnerable to loneliness. High
levels of cynical hostility in women may be related to deficits in their quantity and quality of friendship, and thus be asso-
ciated with loneliness. Men who are married to women with a higher level of cynical hostility may experience increased
loneliness, but this relationship is not explained by men’s friendships.
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Cynical hostility and loneliness are both social-cognitive
schemas. Cynical hostility is characterized by the belief that
people are not to be trusted and are a source of wrongdoing
(Smith, 1994). Loneliness is defined as a perceived gap be-
tween desired and obtained social relationships (Peplau &
Perlman, 1982). Both loneliness and cynical hostility have
been examined separately as predictors of health in later
life, with findings indicating that both are associated with
declines in individuals’ physical and mental health (Graham
et al., 2006; Holt-Lunstad et al., 2015; Smith et al., 2004;
Valtorta et al., 2016). The relationship between cynical

hostility and loneliness has not been thoroughly examined,
with the exception of a recent paper suggesting theoretical
and statistical links between individuals’ cynical hostility
and loneliness (Segel-Karpas & Ayalon, 2019).

Despite known links between couples’ loneliness
(Stokes, 2016), the relationship between cynical hostility
and spouse’s loneliness has not been previously examined.
Spouse’s loneliness is of interest as it places loneliness in
the social context of a marital relationship. Although the
marital relationship is associated with numerous benefits
for individuals® well-being, including reduced loneliness
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(Ayalon et al., 2013), studies have also shown that poor
quality marital relationships have associations with greater
loneliness (Ayalon et al., 2013; Hsieh & Hawkley, 2018).
Furthermore, individuals age within a marital relationship.
Retirement or an empty nest could result in an enhanced
focus on the marital relationship, highlighting the recip-
rocal effects of partners on one another in older adulthood
(Hoppmann & Gerstorf, 2009). For these reasons, it is
necessary to study the associations between partner’s cog-
nitions and dispositions, including cynical hostility, and in-
dividuals’ loneliness among older adult couples. Therefore,
the first goal of this research is to test whether spouse’s
cynical hostility is linked to individual’s loneliness.

While the marital relationship can be an invaluable
source for social interaction, friendship also plays a major
role in one’s social life. Friendship support, friendship strain,
marital support, and marital strain have all been found to
mediate the relationship between loneliness and well-being
(Chen & Feeley, 2014). The expression of cynical hostility
may not only be associated with individuals’ own social
relationships, making them less desirable social partners,
but also their spouses’ social relationships. For example,
a spouse’s friends may choose not to go to dinner with the
couple or avoid visiting the couple’s home if it means the
friends have to be around the individual’ spouse that has
a higher level of cynical hostility. The second goal of this
paper is to examine whether the relationships between
individual’s cynical hostility, spouse’s cynical hostility, and
individual’s loneliness are mediated via individual’s friend-
ships. Thus, we use a dyadic framework and examine
whether individuals’ cynical hostility is related to their own
and their spouses’ loneliness, and whether this association
operates through one’s relationships with friends, focusing
on contact with friends, friendship strain, and friendship
support.

Loneliness and Cynical Hostility

Recently, Segel-Karpas and Ayalon (2019) suggested that
loneliness and cynical hostility have meaningful theoret-
ical and empirical links. Both loneliness and cynical hos-
tility are cognitive schemas of the self in relation to others.
Lonely people perceive others as not being close enough
to fulfill their social needs, whereas people with a higher
level of cynical hostility perceive others as untrustworthy,
a potential threat, and a source of wrongdoing (Peplau &
Perlman, 1982; Smith et al., 2004). Therefore, both lone-
liness and cynical hostility are schemas characterized by a
sense of aloneness and vulnerability (Curtis & Jones, 2020;
Segel-Karpas & Ayalon, 2019).

Although the suggested relationships between loneliness
and cynical hostility can be bidirectional (Segel-Karpas &
Ayalon, 2019), in this paper, we focus on the role of cyn-
ical hostility as the predictor of loneliness. First, the basic
mistrust characterizing those with a higher level of cynical
hostility can result in increased stress in social interactions,

potentially leading to decreased enjoyment, as well as
lower levels of perceived support (Holt-Lunstad et al.,
2008) and the inability to gain support when needed (Chen
et al., 2005; Lepore, 1995). Both high stress and low social
support may make the individuals with a higher level of
cynical hostility more vulnerable to poor social relation-
ships, possibly increasing their loneliness. Additionally,
the perception of others as a source of wrongdoing, which
characterizes those with a higher level of cynical hostility,
may deter individuals from seeking out social relationships,
which may also be linked to loneliness (Segel-Karpas &
Ayalon, 2019). Finally, hostility is also expressed in be-
havior (Barefoot et al., 1993), and could make individuals
with a higher level of cynical hostility unattractive social
counterparts, potentially leading to greater loneliness as
others may not wish to interact with them (Segel-Karpas
& Ayalon, 2019).

Cynical Hostility and Loneliness in Couples

The potential relationship between cynical hostility and
loneliness is not limited to individual’s own social relation-
ships, but also to one’s spouse. A prior cross-sectional study
has shown that having a spouse with a higher level of cyn-
ical hostility is related to greater depressive symptoms for
women, but not for men (Brummett et al., 2000). We argue
that being married to a spouse with a higher level of cyn-
ical hostility may also be related to loneliness via couples’
social engagements. As both members of the couple often
engage in joint activities and social interactions (Kalmijn &
Bernasco, 2001), it is possible that a spouse with a higher
level of cynical hostility will behave in a manner that deems
the couple as less attractive social counterparts, which may
lead to increased loneliness. It is also possible that indi-
viduals with a higher level of cynical hostility are less in-
terested in social interactions and may discourage their
spouses from socially engaging with others. This, in turn,
may be associated with decreased social contact and in-
creased loneliness. In this study, we suggest that individual’s
loneliness is linked to their own and spouse’s cynical hos-
tility via individual’s relationships with friends.

Friendship as a Potential Mediator

Friendship is characterized by fewer norms and requires
additional effort to maintain compared to family and
spousal relationships. As such, friendship offers a relation-
ship characterized by greater flexibility in interactions com-
pared to more obligatory relationships, such as those with
a spouse or family members (Bolger & Eckenrode, 1991).
Additionally, interacting with friends is associated with
greater levels of life satisfaction compared to interactions
with family members (Huxhold et al., 2014). However,
friendships may be more susceptible to external strains due
to its less obligatory nature.
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Individuals® friendship contact, support, and strain will
be examined as potential mediators between cynical hostility
and loneliness as they constitute two dimensions of friend-
ship. Support and strain represent friendship quality, whereas
contact with friends represent a quantitative, structural
measure of friendship. Quantitative relationship measures
(i.e., friendship contact) tend to have fewer associations with
loneliness than qualitative relationship measures (i.e., friend-
ship support and strain), meriting the inclusion of these two
dimensions of friendship (Pinquart & Sorensen, 2001).

There are several reasons why friendship support, strain,
and contact could serve as potential mediators between
own cynical hostility and own and spouse’s loneliness in
the present study. First, friends serve as a source of support
and friendship factors have associations with loneliness.
For example, among older adults, greater friendship strain
is related to greater loneliness levels over time (Hawkley
& Kocherginsky, 2018). Using growth mixture modeling,
Ermer et al. (2020) found that wives’ lower levels of con-
tact with friends was associated with being in a class char-
acterized by high levels of loneliness; this pattern was not
found for husbands. Additionally, friendship has stronger
associations with loneliness as compared to family rela-
tionships (Pinquart & Sorensen, 2001), warranting the in-
clusion of friendship, rather than other social relationships
such as family, in the present study.

Cynical hostility and friendship may also have mean-
ingful associations. Holt-Lunstad et al. (2008) found that
there were negative associations between cynical hostility
and social support. They suggested that those that have
a higher level of cynical hostility are more likely to per-
ceive their friends as less friendly, and, as a result, less sup-
portive. Both own and spouse’s cynical hostility may be
linked to decreased contact with friends because, as previ-
ously stated, the expression of cynical hostility may make
the individual with a higher level of cynical hostility and his
or her spouse less attractive counterparts. Additionally, a
spouse with a higher level of cynical hostility may also dis-
courage couple-orientated gatherings, therefore, decreasing
partner’s opportunities for social contact and support, and
increasing his or her loneliness. The expression of cynical
hostility could also be associated with greater strain and
decreased support in the relationship with friends, as the
expression of cynical hostility is usually considered unac-
ceptable and may cause conflicts as well as reduce friends’
willingness to offer support.

We also propose that there might be gender differences
for how friendship may or may not mediate the relation-
ship between cynical hostility and loneliness. For women,
greater friendship support is linked to their own higher
levels of emotional well-being, whereas this significant asso-
ciation is not found for husbands (Ermer & Proulx, 2020),
signaling how husbands and wives may have differing ex-
periences within their friendships. Conversely, compared to
wives, husbands tend to have couple-oriented friendships
(Davidson, 2004) and are more reliant on their spouse for

social support (Okun & Keith, 1998). This could suggest
that there should be a stronger association between spouses’
cynical hostility and loneliness for husbands, compared to
wives. Following this same line of thought, women’s own
hostility may be a stronger predictor of their own friend-
ship experiences, compared to men, which may serve as a
mediator between her own cynical hostility and loneliness.

Current Study

The current study takes a dyadic approach to the study
of cynical hostility and loneliness. Most previous studies
concentrated on the adverse effects that cynical hostility
has on physical health (e.g., Smith et al., 2004), generally
overlooking its possible social consequences. Similarly,
loneliness is often examined in the context of individuals’
own social relationships, neglecting to examine the effects
individuals’ attitudes and behaviors may have on their
spouses’ loneliness. We argue that an individual’s friend-
ship quality and quantity of contact may be associated with
their own and their spouse’s cynical hostility and, through
this process, be linked to loneliness for both marital part-
ners (see Figure 1). Based on the reviewed literature, our
hypotheses are as follows:

Cynical hostility will be positively related to loneliness:

H1a: Husbands’ and wives’ cynical hostility will be pos-
itively associated with their own loneliness

H1b: Husbands’ cynical hostility will be positively asso-
ciated with wives’ loneliness.

Hlc: Wives® cynical hostility will be positively associ-
ated with husbands’ loneliness.

Cynical hostility will be related to loneliness via indirect
effects on:

H2: The frequency of contact with friends, such that
greater hostility (both one’s own and a spouse’s) will
be related to one’s own decreased social contact with

Husband’s contact
with friends

Husband’s hostility

Husband’s loneliness \

VS

Wife’s hostility Wife’s loneliness [+

~—_ T
_—

Wife’s contact with
friends

Figure 1. Theoretical model of the relationship between couples’ hos-
tility and loneliness as mediated by husbands’ and wives’ contact with
friends.



Journals of Gerontology: PSYCHOLOGICAL SCIENCES, 2021, Vol. 76, No. 2

309

friends. This, in turn, will be associated with increased
loneliness

H3: Friendship support, such that greater hostility (both
one’s own and a spouse’s) will be related to one’s own
decreased social support from friends. Decreased social
support from friends, in turn, will be associated with
increased loneliness.

H4: Friendship strain, such that greater hostility (both
one’s own and a spouse’s) will be related to one’s own in-
creased strain with friends. Increased strain with friends,
in turn, will be associated with increased loneliness.

Method
Participants

Data were derived from two waves of the Health and
Retirement Study (HRS) collected in 2006 and 2010. The
HRS is a nationally representative study of the population
in the United States of adults aged 50 and older, and their
spouses regardless of age. The HRS is an open dataset (pre-
registration is required), and can be easily accessed via the
website. The first wave of data of the HRS was collected in
1992, and in 2-year intervals thereafter. Starting 2006, the
HRS team assigned half the sample to participate in a life-
style and psychosocial questionnaire (the “leave behind”).
The other half of the sample was administered the leave be-
hind in the following wave, such that longitudinal data are
available in 4-year intervals. Response rates for the leave
behind questionnaire were 87.7% in 2006 and 73.1% in
2010 out of the eligible respondents.

The current study includes 1065 married couples.
Inclusion criteria required that participants be continu-
ously married to one another at both 2006 and 2010 and
completed the lifestyle and psychosocial questionnaire.

Measurements

Loneliness

Loneliness was measured using a shortened three-item ver-
sion of the Revised UCLA Loneliness scale (Hughes et al.,
2004). Respondents were asked to rate the frequency in
which they feel a lack of companionship, left out, and iso-
lated, on a scale ranging from hardly ever or never (1) to
often (3). Final scores were computed as the mean of the
three items (o = .81 and a = .80 for men and women respec-
tively, in both 2006 and 2010). Data were missing for 13 %
of men and 14% of women.

Cynical hostility

Cynical hostility was measured using five items from the
Cook-Medley Hostility Inventory (Cook & Medley, 1954;
Costa Jr et al., 1986). Respondents were asked to rate their
agreement with the five statements (“most people dislike

”,

putting themselves out to help other people”; “most people

will use somewhat unfair means to gain profit or an advan-
tage rather than lose it”; “no one cares much what hap-
pens to you”; “I think most people would lie in order to
get ahead”; and “I commonly wonder what hidden reasons
another person may have for doing something nice for
me”). These items were assessed on a scale ranging from
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (6). Final score was
computed as the average across items (o = .81 and o = .79
for men and women in 2006; o = .80 and o = .79 for men
and women in 2010). Data were missing for 13% of men
and women.

Contact with friends

Contact with friends was measured using three items, as-
sessing the frequency of contact with friends via meetings,
phone calls, and writing. Scale ranged from less than once a
year or never (1) to three or more times a week (6). A final
score was created by summing the items.

Friendship support

Friendship support was measured using three items
rated on a scale ranging from not at all (1) to a lot (4).
Respondents were asked how much “their friends under-

» <«

stand the way they feel about things,” “they can rely on
their friends if they have a serious problem,” and “they can
open up to their friends if they need to talk about their wor-
ries.” A summary score was created by averaging the items
(o = .81 and a = .84 for men and women in 2006; o = .82

and o = .85 for men and women in 2010).

Friendship strain

Friendship strain was measured using four items rated on
a similar scale to support. Respondents were asked how
much their friends “make too many demands,” “criticize
them,” “let them down,” and “get on their nerves” (o = .76
and o = .74 for men and women in 2006; a = .75 and

o = .74 for men and women in 2010).

Covariates

The covariates were all measured in 2006 and included age,
race (0 = non-White, 1 = White), activities of daily living
(ADL), and household income (measured using a hyperbolic
inverse sine transformation to account for non-normality).
These covariates were chosen due to their known relation-
ship with loneliness (Drageset, 2004; Victor & Yang, 2012;
Wu & Penning, 2015). The ADL measure consists of five ac-
tivities (i.e., bathing, eating, dressing, walking across a room,
and getting in or out of bed). These activities were rated as
the participant having no difficulty (0) or difficulty (1) on
each task. Scores were summed and ranged from 0 to 5. We
also controlled for support and strain in the marital rela-
tionship, as we were interested in examining the relationship
between spouse’s cynical hostility and one’s social relation-
ships and loneliness above and beyond its associations with
marital quality. Support and strain in the relationship with
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one’s spouse were measured with the same items as support
and strain with friends, but with the focus on the marriage
(perceived support: & = .72 and o = .81 for men and women,
respectively; perceived strain: o = .75 and a = .78 for men
and women, respectively).

Analytical Strategy

We used an Actor-Partner Interdependence Model (APIM)
to examine our first hypotheses concerning the dyadic ef-
fects of loneliness on cynical hostility. Using an APIM, in-
dividuals’ loneliness was regressed on their own and their
spouses’ cynical hostility, while controlling for individuals’
baseline loneliness and individuals’ baseline covariates.
Throughout this paper, actor effects will refer to the link
between individuals’ own hostility and their own loneli-
ness. Partner effects will refer to the link between individ-
uals’ own hostility and their spouses’ loneliness.

To test hypotheses H2-H4, we conducted a path model
in Mplus using an APIM framework. To start, we assessed
the same path model as in the first step, with direct ef-
fects between actor’s and partner’s cynical hostility at T1
and actor’s loneliness at T2, and included indirect effects
through the friendship frequency of contact, support, and
strain all at T2, as reported by the actor. We controlled for
individuals’ own baseline loneliness and the covariates.
Furthermore, each mediator at T2 was regressed on its T1
measurement and on partner’s cynical hostility, in addition
to the covariates. To assess if the indirect effects of cyn-
ical hostility on loneliness through the friendship variables
were significant, we conducted bootstrapping with 95%
confidence intervals (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). All esti-
mates are reported using STDYX standardization, except
for Wald tests, which used unstandardized estimates.

We also assessed whether certain paths significantly dif-
fered. Chi-squared difference tests were used to test whether
husbands’ and wives” actor and partner effects differed be-
tween and within groups: for example, whether husbands’
actor and partner effects significantly differed (i.e., within
gender) and whether husbands’ and wives’ actor effects signif-
icantly differed (i.e., between gender). Wald testing was used
to assess the differences between husbands’ and wives’ indi-
rect effects (Muthén & Muthén, 2017), testing how media-
tion operated on actor and partner effects within gender (e.g.,
differences between actor and partner effects for wives) and
between gender (e.g., differences between actor effects for hus-
bands and wives). Significant differences are reported in text.
See Supplementary Appendix 1 for full results.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations between study vari-
ables are presented in Table 1 for within individual correl-
ations, and in Table 2 for dyadic correlations. Husband’s
and wife’s loneliness were significantly correlated at T1
(r=.29,p <.001) and T2 (r = .28, p < .001). Husband’s

loneliness at T2 was significantly correlated with wife’s T1
cynical hostility (r = .16, p < .001), and wife’s loneliness
was significantly correlated with husband’s cynical hostility
(r=.16,p <.001).

To test the first hypotheses suggesting the husband’s and
wife’s cynical hostility levels will result in their spouse’s
and their own increased loneliness, we used an APIM, re-
gressing both partners’ loneliness levels at T2 on their
own and partner’s levels of cynical hostility at T1, while
controlling for their initial levels of loneliness and the
covariates. Results indicated that a husband’s own cynical
hostility (f = 0.059, p =.029) and his wife’s cynical hostility
(B =0.061,p =.029; see Table 3) were significantly associ-
ated with his own loneliness. However, a wife’s own cynical
hostility (f = 0.091, p = .001), but not her husband’s cyn-
ical hostility (f = 0.010, p = .697), was associated with her
own loneliness. Wives’ paths between their own hostility
and loneliness (i.e., actor effect), and husbands’ hostility
and wives’ loneliness significantly differed (i.e., partner ef-
fect; x*(1) = 4.048, p = .044). No other path differences
were found (see Supplementary Table A).

Next, we assessed whether contact with friend, friend-
ship support, and friendship strain served as mediators be-
tween hostility and loneliness. One model was conducted
for each friendship variable measured in T2, and controlled
for at T1. Wives’ contact with friends significantly mediated
the association between wives’ hostility and wives’ loneli-
ness (f = 0.016, SE = 0.005, p = .003, CI: 0.008-0.057),
and husbands’ contact with friends marginally mediated
the link between wives’ hostility and husbands’ loneli-
ness (f = 0.008, SE = 0.004, p = .052, CI: 0.001-0.007).
Husbands’ friendship contact did not mediate the associa-
tion between husbands’ hostility and husbands’ loneliness
(B =0.007, SE = 0.004, p = .109, CI: 0.000-0.007). Wives’
contact did not mediate the relationship between husbands’
hostility and wives’ loneliness (f = 0.005, SE = 0.004,
p =.265,Cl: -0.030 to 0.013). There was a marginally sig-
nificant difference between wives” own cynical hostility and
loneliness, and husbands’ cynical hostility and wives’ lone-
liness (b = 0.005, SE = 0.003, p = .082). Other differences
were not significant (see Supplementary Table B).

One significant indirect effect was found when assessing
friendship support. The association between wives’ cynical
hostility and wives’ loneliness operated through friendship
support (b = 0.075, SE = 0.030, p = .011). Friendship sup-
port did not mediate the link between wives’ hostility and
husbands’ loneliness (b = 0.001, SE = 0.002, p = .620),
husbands’ hostility and husbands’ loneliness (b = 0.001,
SE = 0.003, p = .760), or husbands’ hostility and wives’
loneliness (b = 0.000, SE = 0.004, p = .988). Wald tests
found a marginal gender difference on friendship support
serving as a mediator between husbands’ hostility and hus-
bands’ loneliness, and wives” hostility and wives’ loneliness
(i.e., actor effects; [b = -0.004, SE = 0.002, p = .094]). No
other significant differences were found (Supplementary
Table C).
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Table 2. Dyadic Correlations of Study’s Variables

‘Women
Men 1 2 3 4 N 6 7 8 9
1. Loneliness T1 29%** -.06% 077 -.06* .08 -.04
2. HOStility T1 .18* _ 11 R _ 15 ~.09%* 09%* _ 4% 16
3. Support T1 -.10%* -13%* 22%E* -.05 4% * 19%F* -.04 4% -.10%*
4. Strain T1 107 107 .002 19%F* -.05 -.01 dEEE -.02
5. Contact T1 =1 —-.18%%* 3% .03 31 2% .03 247x#*
6. Support T2 =12%%* -.08%* 2% .02 A3 20% -.05 2%
7. Strain T2 .06% A5FE -.02 25%%* -.06% -.02 A7F .001
8. Contact T2 —11F** -.16%** 2% .01 25%%* 107** .02 29%#* -16%**
9. Loneliness T2 24%%* d16*** =10%** .05 - 13%%* -.07*% .03 -.10%* 28%**
Note: *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
Table 3. Standardized Actor-Partner Effects of Hostility on Loneliness

Husband’s loneliness T2 Wife’s loneliness T2

Estimate SE Estimate SE
Age -0.024 0.025 -0.011 0.023
ADL 0.046 0.037 0.044 0.032
Race? 0.064* 0.026 0.042 0.026
Income -0.014 0.025 -0.004 0.02
Spouse support -0.069* 0.034 -0.071 0.037
Spouse strain 0.041 0.029 0.009 0.033
Loneliness T1 0.490%** 0.030 0.512%** 0.033
Husband’s cynical hostility T1 0.059* 0.027 0.010 0.026
Wife’s cynical hostility T1 0.061* 0.028 0.091** 0.028

Notes: ADL = activities of daily living.
21 = White, 0 = non-White.
*p<.05.**p <.01.

Friendship strain did not mediate any of the paths:
husbands’ hostility to husbands’ loneliness: & = 0.003,
SE = 0.002, p = .115; wives’ hostility to husbands’ lone-
liness: b = 0.001, SE = 0.001, p = .511; wives’ hostility to
wives’ loneliness: b = 0.003, SE = 0.002, p = .103; and hus-
bands’ hostility to wives’ loneliness: b = 0.000, SE = 0.002,
p = .103. Due to mediation not occurring, we did not con-
duct formal path-differences testing.

Since marital strain and support were included as covariates
in the model, we also tested the possibility that they might me-
diate the relationship between hostility and loneliness. We ran
the models as described above using marital strain and sup-
port as mediators. We found only one significant mediator:
marital strain mediated the relationship between husband’s
own hostility and loneliness (b = 0.02, SE = 0.008, p = .045).
The difference between the actor’s paths for husbands and
wives was not significant (b = 0.001, p = .82).

Discussion

Theory and empirical findings connect cynical hostility and
loneliness at the individual level (Segel-Karpas & Ayalon,

2019). Here, we suggest that it is not only an individual’s
own cynical hostility that may be associated with loneli-
ness, but also spouse’s cynical hostility. Using a dyadic
framework and a longitudinal dataset, we found associ-
ations at both the actor and partner level between cynical
hostility and loneliness, and found that these associations
sometimes operated through friendship contact and sup-
port. Our results did differ somewhat for men and women
in how spouses’ hostility was associated with loneliness.

Overall Findings in APIMs

Our main findings suggest that a wife’s cynical hostility
is significantly associated not only with own, but also her
husband’s loneliness. Husband’s cynical hostility, how-
ever, is associated with his own loneliness, but not his
wife’s loneliness. We did not find evidence for significant
gender differences between husbands’ and wives’ actor
and partner paths. However, we did find evidence that
the relationship between one’s own cynical hostility and
loneliness, and a spouse’s cynical hostility and loneliness
manifests differently for wives and husbands. For example,



Journals of Gerontology: PSYCHOLOGICAL SCIENCES, 2021, Vol. 76, No. 2

313

we found that the paths between (a) husbands’ cynical hos-
tility and wives’ loneliness and (b) wives’ cynical hostility
and wives’ loneliness significantly differed. Husbands, on
the other hand, did not have significant differences be-
tween (a) wives’ cynical hostility and husbands’ loneliness
or (b) husbands’ cynical hostility and husbands’ loneliness,
implying that both a husband’s cynical hostility and his
wife’s cynical hostility play a similar role in his loneliness.

This finding is in line with previous studies regarding
how wives often maintain the emotional climate in heter-
osexual marriages (Gottman, 1994). Women may be more
expressive about their cynical hostility as compared to
their husbands, as they tend to express more emotions than
men (Simon & Nath, 2004). Prior research has also con-
sistently demonstrated that wives are more apt to exhibit
negative affect, and that gender difference in expressing
emotions within a marriage does not alter over the life
course (Carstensen et al., 1995). Therefore, husbands in
heterosexual marriages may be more susceptible to experi-
encing cynical hostility expressed by their wives. This may
be related to husband’s loneliness as it may be harder for
him to find intimacy in such relationship and should be
explored in future research. Women tend to be less reliant
on their husbands to create and maintain social relation-
ships (Davidson, 2004; Okun & Keith, 1998), and having
social relationships is linked to lower levels of loneliness
(Hawkley & Kocherginsky, 2018). Women’s greater social
independence may make them less vulnerable to their hus-
bands’ cynical hostility than vice versa, as men, more than
women, tend to nominate the spouse as the closest person
to them (Fuhrer & Stansfeld, 2002).

Findings for Indirect Effects of Friendship

To explain the associations between cynical hostility and
loneliness, we tested the indirect effects of friendship sup-
port, strain, and contact. We did not find that friendship
support, strain, or contact mediated any associations be-
tween spouses’ cynical hostility and individuals’ loneliness.
However, we did find that mediation occurred between in-
dividuals’ cynical hostility and loneliness for women.

For women, we found that their contact with friends and
support from friends were significant mediators between
their own cynical hostility and loneliness. It is possible that
women with a higher level of cynical hostility have greater
difficulty maintaining and expanding social networks. This
may, in turn, be associated with a higher level of loneliness.
Perhaps it is the perception of others as a source of wrong-
doing, a key component in cynical hostility, that makes
it difficult for women to maintain high levels of contact
with, and support from friends. It is also possible that cyn-
ical hostility may decrease the number of friends who are
willing to socialize and provide support to women, leaving
them with less rewarding social relationships than they de-
sire. These suggestions are also in line with previous studies
finding negative associations between cynical hostility and

social support (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2008). The deficits in
contact and support of women with high levels of cynical
hostility, and their links to loneliness highlight their poten-
tial vulnerability (Curtis & Jones, 2020; Segel-Karpas &
Ayalon, 2019).

In contrast, we did not find that for men, friendship
factors mediated the relationship between own cynical
hostility and loneliness. It is possible that men rely more
heavily on their spouses for social interaction and support
(Fuhrer & Stansfeld, 2002). Hence, their spouses’ cynical
hostility may be related to their own loneliness, but not
necessarily via husbands’ friendships. Wives are more likely
to be viewed as “kin-keepers” in their families, meaning
that they are likely to be the individuals who are helping to
maintain contact with external social networks (Hagestad,
1986). Husbands are more apt to have couple-oriented
friendship networks (Davidson, 2004). Therefore, wives’
cynical hostility may be more likely to be associated with
their husbands’ loneliness rather than the opposite, as
wives who are high in cynical hostility may be less willing
to initiate social activities.

Prior research has also found that women are more
likely to rely on both social support within and beyond
the marriage to be protected from loneliness, whereas men
are more likely to be protected from loneliness due to their
marriage (Dykstra & de Jong Gierveld, 2004). It is possible
that, for men, relationship with a wife with a higher level
of cynical hostility may be characterized by lower levels of
intimacy. Wives’ inability to trust others and their percep-
tion that others are a source of potential risk may hinder
their ability to be emotionally close and dependent on
others (Segel-Karpas & Ayalon, 2019). Therefore, they may
be less likely to offer their spouses the warmth and attach-
ment they desire in the marital relationship, which could, in
turn, be linked to spouse’s greater loneliness. Furthermore,
those who have higher levels of cynical hostility may also
perceive their spouse as less friendly (Holt-Lunstad et al.,
2008) and more demanding, resulting in greater marital
strain and higher levels of loneliness. Our initial analysis
suggests that, indeed, husband’s own cynical hostility is
connected to loneliness through his experience of marital
strain. Finally, it is also possible that wives who are high
in cynical hostility may be less willing to engage in joint
activities with their husbands. These potential mechanisms
should be explored in future studies.

Strengths and Limitations

This study has several limitations that should be ad-
dressed. Despite research suggesting that long married
counterparts enjoy joint friendships (e.g., Kalmijn, 2003),
spouses’ joint or separate networks were not assessed in
the HRS. Future research could use methods appropriate
for the estimation of networks, and directly examine
how spouse’s cynical hostility shapes partner’s contact
with social counterparts. Second, cynical hostility was



314

Journals of Gerontology: PSYCHOLOGICAL SCIENCES, 2021, Vol. 76, No. 2

only measured twice in the HRS, thus limiting our ability
to examine long-term effects and fluctuations. Moreover,
while numerous studies have examined loneliness across
the life course (Victor & Yang, 2012), relatively little is
known about how the experience of cynical hostility dif-
fers between younger and older adults. Future research
could test cynical hostility and loneliness in younger
samples. Finally, cynical hostility may shape other rela-
tionships, first and foremost, the relationship with one’s
family. Individuals with a higher level of cynical hostility
may be less able to experience security and intimacy in
their close relationships. Future research could examine
hostility within the family, focusing on how hostility
affects dyadic processes between partners, or between
parents and children.

Despite these limitations, the study adds to the relatively
little body of research examining the relationship between
two cognitive schemas with important health and well-being
implications. Despite the strong theoretical grounding con-
necting cynical hostility and loneliness (Segel-Karpas &
Ayalon, 2019), little is known about their reciprocal effects
in general, and the interplay between cynical hostility and
loneliness in the context of social relationships. This study
contributes by testing the toll cynical hostility takes not
only on individuals’, but also on spouses’, perceived social
relationships.

Conclusion

Practically, the results of this study suggest that, for those
who are married, the couple might need to be considered
as the target unit in interventions aimed at reducing lone-
liness in cases where a husband is experiencing loneliness.
In such cases, examining the wife’s attitudes and behaviors
could be helpful. Addressing the wife’s cynical hostility, per-
haps through programming or counseling, may indirectly
help her husband to overcome loneliness. Additionally, ad-
dressing wife’s cynical hostility may help her secure greater
contact with friends and more support, and thus, reduce her
own loneliness. Considering that interventions targeting
social cognitions tend to have the greatest decreases in
loneliness (Masi et al., 2011), targeting cynical hostility in
interventions, which may be viewed as a social cognition,
could be of importance for couples and individuals.
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